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ONE HUNDRED YEARS OF BAPTIST SUNDAY-SCHOOL
WORK IN NORTH CAROLINA: 1830 TO 1930

By Bernard W. Spilman

• The modern Sunday-school movement

under Robert Baikes and "William Fox was

only fifty years old when the Baptist State

Convention of North Carolina was organ-

ized in Greenville in 1830.

Sunday-schools had been in operation

in North Carolina in a haphazard way

since about 1800. During the first thirty

years of the Sunday-school movement in

North Carolina, the schools were all inde-

pendent of the churches and were organized

in groups known as Sunday-school Unions

—

the schools being numbered without regard
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to any denominational affiliation.

The agency promoting the Sunday-school movement in America

was the American Sunday-school Union with headquarters in Phila-

delphia. This union organized in 1824 from many local Sunday-

school Unions became immediately an aggressive promotional agency

and did much good in placing the Sunday-school idea before the

people of America.

In the organization of the Baptist State Convention no record is

left of any thought of the Sunday-school. But at the second session

in 1831 a strong resolution was adopted committing the Convention

to the Sunday-school work.

The next year, 1832, there was a National Convention of Sunday-

school workers called by the American Sunday-school Union; this

was followed by another in 1833. This so stirred the country that

in the year 1834 the Baptist State Convention appointed a Sunday-

school Committee to study the whole situation and report to the Con-

vention. This committee consisted of J. Peele, of Potecasi; Q. H.

Trotman, of Sawyers Creek; and John Pritchard, of Shiloh—all from

the Chowan Association.
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Soon after the organization of the Convention the American

Sunday-school Union appointed Elder J. B. Ballard, of ]\
Tew Hope

Baptist Church, County Line, Iredell County, as a Sunday-school

Missionary to North Carolina. Elder Ballard was an active partici-

pant in the sessions of the Convention and thus brought to bear on

the Convention his personality and enthusiasm for the work. He
was later made chairman of the Sunday-school Committee and

served in that capacity for some years.

The committee reporting through Elder Ballard in 1836 stated

that Western North Carolina was then filled with Sunday-schools

which were independent both of the Baptist churches and of the

American Baptist Sunday-school Union.

Quite a significant resolution was adopted in 1837 in which a

movement was launched to organize Sunday-schools on the various

plantations among the slaves urging the owners of the slaves to take

the initiative.

The Convention of 1843 adopted a report which recommended to

the Sunday-schools the use of certain literature for the schools. Rip-

ley's Notes on the Gospels, 1.25; Ripley's Notes on Acts, .75; Mal-

com's Bible Dictionary, .50; Nevin's Biblical Antiquities, .68. Two
additional books were recommended. Since the schools were all

divided into two sections, namely The Bible Class and the Sunday-

school children the text books were Lincoln's Bible Class Book and

Lincoln's Sunday-school Question Book.

This Convention also urged all persons to go either to the Sunday-

school or to the Bible class. Another forward step was to ask the

Biblical Recorder to establish a regular department of Sunday-schools

in its columns.

It was the year 1845 which marks the first real forward movement

in any organized way to promote Sunday-school work under organized

Baptist leadership in North Carolina. John Mason Peck was at the

Convention whose session was held in Raleigh. Thomas Meredith

was the President of the Convention. A resolution was adopted

ordering the organization of the North Carolina Baptist Sunday-

school and Publication Society. In the earlier days it was thought

necessary to organize a society for every type of work which was to

be promoted. Hence at times the organization of societies to promote
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Sunday-school work, Bible work, Publication work, Education, His-

torical research, orphanage work, etc. All of these were auxiliary to

the Convention.

The North Carolina Baptist Sunday-school and Publication So-

ciety started with real enthusiasm. The Society immediately upon

organization after the election of the other officers elected Elder W.
Lineberry as the first Agent, the office which would now correspond

to our Field Secretary or General Sunday-school Missionary. But

Brother W. Lineberry threw a damper on the ardor of the brethren

by declining to serve. The Society then elected Brother T. J. Valen-

tine, of Yanceyville. He declined and the brethren quit for a while.

The Society established a book depository at Milton; had a meet-

ing in connection with the Baptist State Convention each year and

took it out mostly in talk for several years. Elder J. J. James, who

was a missionary at a village in Piedmont North Carolina, named

Greensborough, at a salary of $100 per year, was the president of

the Society. Brother James was succeeded in the presidency by Elder

J. J. Finch.

In 1848, Brother W. W. Yass, of Raleigh, became Corresponding

Secretary and the Society put in the field as the general Sunday-

school man, Elder A. Roby, of Yadkin County. A new book de-

pository had been opened at Fayetteville but was closed after a year

or two of operation.

A new move was taken in 1849. The North Carolina Sunday-

school and Publication Society and the North Carolina Baptist

Bible Society decided jointly to employ a general man to represent

both Societies. A joint Board of Control was selected and located

in Raleigh. Rev. James P. Montague, of Granville County, was

elected and took the field.

In 1851 it was decided by the two Societies to merge. They united

under the name North Carolina Bible and Publication Society

—

leaving out the Sunday-school part from the name. The Board

was then located at Wake Forest with Professor W. T. Brooks as

Corresponding Secretary. Rev. James P. Montague again took the

field but worked only one month and resigned. Rev. Calvin "W.

Bessent, of Jerusalem, Davie County, was elected and served during

1852.
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Brother Bessent retiring, the Board elected W. C. Patterson, of

Randolph County. His death soon after his election made it neces-

sary to look elsewhere for a man. The Society selected Rev. L. C.

Perkinson, of Warren County. This was early in the year 1854.

So vigorously did Brother Patterson push the work during the short

time that he was in the field that he collected for the work $802.50.

This set the pace for Brother Perkinson and he collected $1,487.32.

It was during the Convention of 1854 that the first delegate was

registered in the Convention from a Sunday-school—the Sunday-

school Juvenile Missionary Society of Fayetteville sent to the Con-

vention W. B. Shemwell as a delegate. This practice continued for

many years.

In 1856 the Society voted to consider certain changes in the plan

of work. The recommendations were brought in at the annual session

of 1857 and the work was all turned over to the Baptist State

Convention with a binding agreement that the Convention should

push the work. The resolution was adopted both by the Society and

the Convention. A move was even made and pressed with vigor to

buy a power press and launch into the publishing business. The

motion was tabled. War was only a few months away.

The Convention seemed to have lost sight of the agreement. There

was no agent placed in the field and during the Convention of 1858

there was not even a report on Sunday-schools. In the meantime

colportage had a mighty impetus when Rev. Jas S. Purefoy was

made Superintendent of this phase of the work. All colporters were

to be Sunday-school missionaries. The story of the work done under

the direction of Rev. J. S. Purefoy and later Rev. N. B. Cobb

reads like a real romance. But that was not primarily Sunday-school

work.

Rev. J. J. Lansdell entered the field as the Agent of the Southern

Baptist Sunday-school Union in 1860 and did valuable work. But

the war was at hand. The hearts of the men and women and what

meagre funds they had turned to the battlefields on which the sons

of North Carolina were fighting the battles for the Confederacy.

But even in the midst of the war, in the year 1863, the Baptist

State Convention voted to create a Sunday-school and Publication

Board. Elder J. K. Howell was elected Corresponding Secretary

and began his work with vigor. During the closing years of the war,
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1864, and the early part of 1865 so vigorously did Kev. JST. B. Cobb

push the colportage work and Rev. J. K. Howell the Sunday-school

work that the records showed in the Convention of 1865 for col-

portage $25,100.89 and for Sunday-school work, $10,199.36.

The Sunday School Board of the Convention had published eight

different text books for the Sunday-schools of 5,000 each—a total of

40,000 copies; it had produced a catechism for beginners and was

moving splendidly with the Avork—then Sherman's army marched

through Raleigh. It is best to let the slumbering memories of the

occupancy of Raleigh by that army rest in oblivion. Brother Howell

lost what he had accumulated—he resigned and Brother 1ST. B. Cobb

was asked to take charge of the shattered remains and do the best

he could.

Then came the horror worse than war—the reconstruction period.

After carrying on as best he could Elder Cobb gave it up February

1, 1866, and retired to a pastorate later in the year.

Seeing the utter collapse of the work so far as the Convention was

concerned, some brethren under the leadership of B. W. Justice, of

Raleigh, had organized the North Carolina Baptist Sunday-school

Association. In 1868 the Convention assuming the debts of the old

Sunday School Board turned over to this new organization the

Sunday-school work for the Baptists of the State. Brother Justice

was the first Secretary. He pushed the work with untiring vigor and

made it go. During this year, 1869, he collected for the work

$2,580.96. In 1870 he gave up the work because he could not support

himself unless he went to the churches for funds and he did not wish

to go out and collect his own salary. In the year 1871 he was acci-

dentally killed in Raleigh.

The Association employed Rev. John Ammons, who worked a

few months, left the Association work with the Association owing

him $300.

At Charlotte in 1871 an attempt was made to take back the Sunday-

school work and place it under the State Board of Missions. The

motion was lost. This motion was made by Rev. R. R. Overby. Rev.

J. D. Hufham moved that the Convention again take up the Sunday-

school work and elect a board and locate it in Shelby. This motion

prevailed.
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In the summer of 1872 two Seminary students were placed in the

field—Eev. A. F. Redd and Rev. J. B. Starke. They did good work.

The Convention that year voted to place a full time Sunday-school

Missionary in the field. The Board, which had been moved to Char-

lotte, elected Rev. 3ST. B. Cobb, of Lincolnton, who had done such

valiant service during the period of the war. He was guaranteed no

fixed salary. He was to have a salary if he could get it. He did

splendid work and received the sum of $688.22 for his work. He was

elected to the work December 26, 1872. He resigned his work Janu-

ary 28, 1875.

In April Rev. George W. Greene was elected to take the work. He
began May 15, 1875. Brother Greene did good work but the call of

the school room caused him to go in that direction and later in the

same line of work in Canton, China, he did a great outstanding work

for the Master.

Again the Sunday School Board turned to Rev. J. K. Howell, who
had been at the helm when the war crushed the work. He was elected

and began his career a second time in December, 1875. Times were

hard, money was scarce and the work had been passed around in

such a way that there was no stability to it. Brother Howell did

his best, as good as any man could have done; but the Board did

not get enough money to pay his salary. In 1876 the Board was

again moved to Raleigh. Brother Howell resigned.

As the Convention of 1877 came on there was a young man living

in Raleigh but recently graduated from Wake Forest College. John E.

Ray was teaching in the State School for the Deaf, Dumb and Blind.

The Board turned to him.

In connection with his work in the school he took charge of the

office in the afternoons and gave a part of his summer vacations to

the work.

The limits of this paper make it impossible to give even an outline

of the work from this time on. The larger part of the story is devoted

to that part of the work least familiar to this generation.

Let it suffice to say that the Sunday-school work was picked up out

of the distressing condition in which it had been and was started on

a career of splendid usefulness. When the story is written the ten

years work of John E. Ray will be one of the bright spots in the

Sunday-school history of North Carolina.
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There were two boards in Raleigh : The Board of Missions and the

Sunday School Board. When on February 1, 1878, Rev. J. B. Rich-

ardson resigned as Corresponding Secretary of the Board of Missions,

the Board turned to the vigorous youthful secretary of the Sunday

School Board and he became Secretary of both Boards. The Board

of Missions paid him $10.00 per month and the Sunday School

Board paid him $15.00 per month. The office rent a part of the time

was free and a part of the time it was $20.00 per year.

In 1885, Rev. R. T. Vann offered a resolution asking the two

Boards to secure Brother Ray for full time. This was done and his

salary fixed at $1,000 per year to be paid $500 by each Board. This

arrangement was not to last long. In the summer of 1887, Brother

Ray was elected Superintendent of the School for the Blind in

Colorado. He resigned. On September 12, 1887, the Board elected

Rev. Columbus Durham, of Durham, as Corresponding Secretary of

the Board of Missions. On September 13 Brother Ray left for

Colorado.

At the Convention in Durham that fall, the Board of Missions

and the Sunday School Board were consolidated and became the

Board of Missions and Sunday Schools. Dr. Durham set out imme-

diately to organize the Sunday-school forces through a central State

Convention for Baptist Sunday-school workers and through Sunday-

school conventions in the district associations of the State.

In the Convention in 1890, a resolution was adopted instructing

the Board of Missions and Sunday Schools to secure a secretary to

take charge of the (1) Sunday-school work, (2) Colportage work and

the (3) Sunday-school Supply Store.

Following the instruction of the Convention the Board on Decem-

ber 2, 1890, elected Rev. J. F. Love to the position. On January 14,

1891, he declined. On March 6, 1891, Dr. C. A. Rominger, a leading

dentist of Reidsville, was elected. March 13 he declined. The same

day the Board elected Rev. M. L. Kesler, then a student in the South-

ern Baptist Theological Seminary at Louisville, Ky. He accepted

the work April 17 and began work June 15. He studied the field

and pressed a vigorous campaign. But the delegates at the associations

flatly refused to pledge to this department of the work. On November

6, just five days before the Convention was to meet in Goldsboro,

Rev. M. L. Kesler resigned his work as Sunday-school Secretary.
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A Baptist State Sunday-school Convention had been organized

which seemed to be on a permanent basis. At the Baptist State

Convention, Rev. J. W. Carter, of the First Baptist Church, Raleigh,

introduced a resolution which was unanimously adopted urging the

State Sunday-school Convention to take up the Sunday-school work

in earnest and put a man in the field. Rev. J. D. Hufham offered

a resolution instructing the Board of Missions and Sunday-schools to

place a man in the field. Mr. N. B. Broughton offered a substitute

instructing the Board to fill the place made vacant by the resignation

of Rev. M. L. Kesler and inviting the State Sunday-school Convention

to cooperate." The substitute was adopted.

A new force appeared which was destined to play an important

part in the future of the work for Sunday-school efficiency through

the centuries. Rev. J. M. Frost, D.D., the Corresponding Secretary

of the newly created Sunday School Board of the Southern Baptist

Convention was in the Convention.

On December 15, 1891, the Board elected Rev. W. B. Morton, of

Weldon, as Sunday-school Secretary. On January 12, 1892, he de-

clined. The work was placed in the hands of the Corresponding

Secretary of the Baptist State Convention until such time as some

one could be secured.

At the Convention in Greensboro in December, 1895, provision

was made to place the Sunday-school work of the Baptist State

Convention in the hands of a sub-committee of the Board of Missions

and Sunday-schools with instructions to secure a Sunday-school Secre-

tary. Acting on the instructions the Committee elected B. W. Spil-

man, pastor at Kinston, and he entered the work April 1, 1896.

During five years and two months he was in the field trying to

create a sentiment in favor of a more efficient Sunday-school work.

He resigned to go with the Sunday School Board of the Southern

Convention which position he entered June 1, 1901.

He was succeeded on July 1, 1901, by Rev. T. Neil Johnson, from

the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. Brother Johnson brought

to the work a well-trained mind. He was a rare genius as a teacher.

He set out to train the teachers and how he succeeded may be at-

tested by all whom he touched. He did not like public platform

work—he preferred the small group and intensive cultivation of the

few. He studiously avoided the general association meetings and did
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not care for Convention work. These places were good places to

talk and make speeches but poor places in which really to teach

and he was first of all a teacher. He made a special point to go to as

many schools as possible, high schools and colleges alike.

Again, as in the case of Rev. G. W. Greene, the school room called

and later the foreign field and Secretary Johnson retired from the

field, September 1, 1903, after two years and two months of valuable

service.

The Sunday-school Committee turned to Chapel Hill, the seat of

the University of North Carolina, and there found the man who

was to do a mighty work for the Sunday-schools of North Carolina.

Rev. Hight C. Moore was pastor of the Baptist church there. He
entered the work as Sunday-school Secretary, February 1, 1904.

Immediately he applied to his task that indomitable energy and rare

scholarship which made his work an outstanding success.

August 17, 1907, Rev. Hight C. Moore resigned his position as

Secretary of the North Carolina Baptist Sunday-school Work to

become Teacher Training Secretary for the Sunday School Board.

He was to remain in North Carolina until the beginning of the year

1908. But by that time other plans were ahead. Mr. Moore became

Editor of the Biblical Recorder and later went to the editorial chair

of the Sunday School Board at Nashville.

In February, 1908, the Sunday-school Committee elected Professor

E. L. Middleton, of Cary, to the position of Sunday-school Secretary.

He took charge June 1, 1908, and for a period of nearly twenty years

he did a monumental work for the Baptist Sunday-school cause in

North Carolina.

He had every qualification for his task. He was a devout layman.

He was a thoroughly educated teacher, with many years of experi-

ence in the school room. He loved the folk and delighted to go among
the plain Baptist people and lead them to better methods of service.

He was a good platform man ; an untiring worker. He had the vision

of a prophet. He labored at this one task, giving full time to it

nearly four times as long as any one of the fifteen men who had
occupied this position before him. He put it on a paying basis and

expanded the work tremendously. He found 1,699 Baptist Sunday-
schools in the State ; when he left the work he left 2,177. He found
an enrollment of 147,150 and left it with an enrollment of 331,728.
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He was a master builder. When the story of the Baptist Sunday-

school Work for North Carolina is written E. L. Middleton will

occupy a large place in it. Time permits only a glimpse here.

After an illness of some months he slipped away on February 14,

1928. But he lives on and will forever.

Mr. Perry Morgan, of Dunn, had for seven years and nine months

done an outstanding work in the field of the Baptist Young People's

Union work in North Carolina. On January 1, 1928, Mr. Morgan

took the reins of the Sunday-school work. He has put the same kind

of enthusiasm and wise statesmanship in the Sunday-school work

which he put into the B. Y. P. U. work which gave it front rank

place. He is a worthy successor to the long line of illustrious men
who have wrought in this important and difficult field.

Would that time were available to tell the story of the splendid men

and women who have wrought beside these recent matchless leaders,

Middleton and Morgan. But that story must Avait until another

time.

NORTH CAROLINA BAPTIST SUNDAY-SCHOOL
SECRETARIES

1. 1834, 1835, Rev. J. B. Ballard (American Sunday-school Union.)

Men Who Were Elected But Declined to Serve

2. 1845, Elder W. Lineberry.

3. 1845, T. J. Valentine, Yanceyville.

4. 1890, Rev. J. E. Love.

5. 1891, C. A. Rominger, D.D.S., Reidsville.

6. 1891, Rev. W. B. Morton, Weldon.

Men Who Served

7. 1848, Elder A. Roby, Yadkin County.

8. 1849, J. P. Montague, Greenville County.

9. 1851, Rev. Calvin W. Bessent, Jerusalem, Davie County.

10. 1854, W. C. Patterson, Randolph County.

11. 1854, Rev. L. C. Perkinson, Warren County.

12. 1862, and 1872, Rev. N. B. Cobb, Lincolnton.
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13. 1863, and 1876, Eev. J. K. Howell, Kaleigh.

14. 1868, Mr. B. W. Justice, Raleigh.

15. 1870, Rev. John Ammons, Madison County.

16. 1870, Eev. George W. Greene, Southern Baptist Seminary.

17. 1877, Mr. John E. Ray, Raleigh.

18. 1891, Rev. M. L. Kesler, Iredell County (Southern Baptist

Seminary).

19. 1896, Rev. B. W. Spilman, Kinston.

20. 1901, Rev. T. Neil Johnson, Southern Baptist Seminary.

21. 1903, Rev. Hight C. Moore, Chapel Hill.

22. 1908, Mr. E. L. Middleton, Gary.

23. 1928, Mr. Perry Morgan, Dunn.
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